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FIRSTS    IN    JESUS'     LIFE 
V    -    HIS  FIRST  PARABLE 


A  parable  has  been  defined  as  "A  method  of  speech 
in  which  moral  and  religious  truth  is  illustrated  from  the 
analogy  of  common  experience."    Master  preacher  that 
Jesus  was,  he  had  a  genius  for  illustration    By  a  casual 
reference  to  salt  or  light,  a  farmer  sowing  or  a  woman 
baking,  he  could  put  the  shine  of  heaven  on  the  earthiest 
of  scenes . 

Jesus8  first  parables  form  a  tandem  that  should  not 
be  broken.    The  subjects  he  co-opted  were  cloth  and  wine- 
skinso    These  would  readily  suggest  themselves  at  a  feast, 
and  Jesus  was  enjoying  the  company  of  his  disciples  at  a 
feasto 

What  prompted  these  parables  was  a  question  that 
was  put  to  him.    "Why  do  John's  disciples  and  the  disciples 
of  the  Pharisees  fast,  but  your  disciples  do  not  fast?" 
(Mat,  9:14)    Behind  this  question  lies  an  issue  that  has 
troubled  man  from  the  beginning*    It's  the  question:  "How 
do  the  existing  old  and  the  insurgent  new  relate  to  one  an- 
other ?"    This  issue  is  a  point  of  friction  wherever  it  sur- 
faces.    How  does  a  young  man  relate  to  his  parents  ?    How 
do  newly  elected  Congressmen  relate  to  their  older,  ring- 
wise  peers  ?    How  does  a  university  with  a  proud  reputa- 
tion relate  to  innovative  ideas  ?    How  does  an  established 
business  relate  to  suggestions  from  its  junior  executives? 
How  does  a  church  that  is  rich  in  tradition  relate  to  cries 
for  change  from  the  under-thirty  set?    Itfs  all  there  in  that 
question:    "Why  do  John's  disciples  and  the  disciples  of  the 
Pharisees  fast,  but  your  disciples  do  not  fast?"  (Mat  9:14) 

Jesus'  wisdom  on  the  subject  is  conveyed  in  these 
two  brief  stories.    To  patch  an  old  garment  with  new  cloth 
is  to  invite  disaster.    New  cloth  exposed  to  wear  and  water 
will  shrink,  pulling  away  from  the  old,  to  the  waste  of 
both.    Likewise,  to  put  new  wine  into  old  skins  is  to  invite 
disaster,  because  once  the  new  begins  to  expand  through 
fermentation  the  old  skin  will  break  and  wine  and  skin  alike 


will  be  lost.    These  stories  are  not  as  easy  as  they  sound. 
And  in  my  judgment  they  don't  both  say  exactly  the  same 
thingo 
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The  parable  of  the  patch  was  aimed  at  the  Pharisees. 
Jesus,  in  this  parable,  was  making  it  perfectly  clear  that 
the  message  he  came  to  bring  could  not  in  any  way  be  made 
to  harmonize  with  the  joyiess  legalism  of  the  Pharisees,, 

It  is  altogether  critical,  however,  that  we  note  to- 
gether that  Jesus  was  disclaiming  all  connections  with 
Pharisaism,  not  with  classical  Judaism,    The  Hebrew  Bible 
was  dear  to  Jesus,  as  were  such  other  institutions  as  the 
sabbath,  the  synagogue  and  the  temple.     He  came  not  to 
destroy  the  old  but  to  fulfill  itc    The  new  would  not  super- 
cede the  old,  but  incorporate  it.    The  new  would  not  simply 
follow  the  old,  it  would  appropriate  it,  build  upon  it  and  em- 
body it. 

The  shallow  notion,  so  pr^veient  in  Christian  circles, 
that  the  first  thirty-nine  books  of  the  Bible  are  expendable 
prologue  to  the  last  27,  and  the  equally  shallow  view  that  the 
Old  Testament  is  law  without  grace  and  the  New  Testament 
grace  without  law,  are  utterly  without  foundation. 

One  of  the  happiest  signs  on  the  religious  horizon 
these  days,  is  the  new  seriousness  with  which  Jews  and 
Christians  alike  are  persuing  meaningful  dialogue.      If  we 
as  members  of  this  church  are  to  play  a  responsible  part 
in  this  dialogue  we  must  understand  the  point  now  being 
made.    Jesus  did  not  come  to  do  away  with  the  old,  but 
rather  to  bring  the  old  to  glorious  fulfillment. 

Whether  this  is  a  true  story  or  not  I  do  not  know. 
But  the  way  I  heard  it,  a  minister  one  Sunday  was  lining  up 
behind  the  choir  in  the  Narthex  preparing  to  enter  the  sanc- 
tuary  on  the  Processional  Hymn,  when  a  somewhat  distraught 
woman  came  over  and  said,  "I  wonder  if  I  might  ask  you  one 
quick  question?"    The  minister  having  little  choice  said, 
"Go  ahead."    The  woman  went  on,  "I'd  like  you  to  tell  me 
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what  Jesus1  religion  was.    The  pastor  thought  for  a  moment 
and  said,  "Why,  Jesus  was  a  Jew."    Said  the  woman,  much 
relieved,  "My  husband  and  I  were  arguing  about  it  this 
morning,  and  he  said  Jesus  was  a  Lutheran. " 

Preposterous  as  it  may  sound,  there  is  a  mind-set 
within  the  Christian  folds  that  keeps  us  from  admitting  and 
appreciating  the  Jewishness  of  Jesus.    However  simple  it 
may  be  to  say  it,  Jesus  was  not  a  Presbyterian  or  a  Baptist, 
a  Methodist,  a  Roman  Catholic,  or  an  Episcopalian,    He 
was  a  JeWo    He  came  to  his  own  and  he  was  comfortable 
amongst  his  own. 

In  the  story  of  the  new  patch  on  the  old  garment 
Jesus  was  scoring  the  unwisdom  of  ever  allowing  a  religion 
of  the  Spirit  to  be  tied  to  hair-splitting  dogma,  immutable 
rules  of  conduct,  or  ceremonial  rigidity.    Such  legalism  is 
a  distortion  both  of  Old  Testament  and  New  Testament  re- 
ligion alike ! 


The  parable  of  the  wineskins  is  something  else. 
This  parable  was  aimed  at  John  and  his  disciples .    Jesus 
was  very  appreciative  of  John.    He  was  baptized  of  John  in 
the  River  Jordan.    He  said  of  John,  "Among  those  born  of 
women  there  has  arisen  no  one  greater  than  John  the 
Baptist."    (Mat.   11:11) 

As  I  understand  this  parable ,  the  point  of  it  would 
seem  to  be  a  counsel  to  live  and  let  live.    Luke  renders  the 
key  verse  this  way:    "New  wine  should  be  poured  into  fresh 
skins;  and  no  one  wants  new  wine  after  drinking  old  wine* 
The  old  is  better  he  says0"  (Luke  5-38-39)    There  is  no 
competition  set  up  here  between  the  old  and  the  new.    Jesus 
makes  two  assertions  that  are  perfectly  compatible:    New 
wine  requires  new  skins ,  but  the  old  wine  has  a  way  of  sat- 
isfying those  who  drink  it.    It  is  fittings  therefore,,  that  new 
wine  be  given  room  to  expand.    It  is  also  fitting  that  those 
who  like  the  old  wine  be  given  a  chance  to  enjoy  it. 

This  principle  has  many  applications  in  a  wide 
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variety  of  areas,  but  it  speaks  with  gratifying  helpfulness 
to  the  church  in  this  time  of  bitter  confrontation,. 

If  we  take  Jesus  seriously  here,  the  new  should  not 
resent  the  old  or  seek  to  displace  it*    After  all,  the  new 
someday  will  be  as  the  old  is  today.    A  Rabbi  in  the  second 
century  once  commented  on  the  difference  between  new 
wine  and  old  wine;  (I  must  go  to  outside  authorities  for  a 
point  like  this  !)    "He  who  learns  from  the  young,  unto  what 
may  he  be  likened?    Unto  one  who  drinks  wine  from  the  vat. 
And  he  who  learns  from  the  old,  to  what  may  he  be  likened? 
Unto  one  who  drinks  old  wine."  1 

We  should  not  try  to  displace  the  old  wine.    It  has 
gone  through  its  period  of  fermentation.    It  is  heavy  and 
strong  and  has  years  behind  it.    Those  who  have  been 
around  for  a  while  are  perhaps  able  to  tell  us  more  recent- 
ly arrived  types  the  difference  between  a  fad  and  a  trend „ 
In  an  age  when  the  young  are  ail  too  willing  to  cash  in  the 
assets  of  the  kingdom,  the  old1  wine    can  temper  our  rash- 
ness c 

There  is  nothing  intrinsically  meritorious  about 
youthc    Isaiah  spoke  of  a  time  when  "even  the  youths  would 
faint  and  grow  weary  and  the  young  men  w^uid  utterly  fall, 
but  they  that  wait  upon  the  Lord, . .  „"  (4(h30)     Those  who 
represent  the  old  wine  look,  as  Aristophanes  did  in  his 
play  "The  Frogs9"  to  a  time  "when  things  mistrusted  now 
will  trusted  be,  and  trusted  things  mistrusted."    Their  hope 
may  someday  be  fulfilled  at  least  in  parto    The  new  should 
not  resent  the  old,  or  seek  to  displace  it. 

On  the  other  hand,  the  old  should  want  the  new  to  be 
expansive.    Not  simply  allow  it  to  be,  but  wish  it  to  be  ex- 
pansive.   For  the  old  were  that  way  once.    We  must  recog- 
nize that  as  we  grow  old  we  develop  a  constitutional  dislike 
for  change.    Not  a  Christian  dislike,  mind  you,  but  a  con- 
stitutional dislike  for  change.    But  if  we  are  to  conserve 
the  inestimable  treasure  of  the  Christian  faith  we  must  open 
ourselves  to  such  revisions  of  expression  of  that  faith  as 
will  make  it  viable  in  this  decade  and  decades  still  to  come. 
Hans  Sachs  said  one  time:    "Those  who  become  worldly  wise, 
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arid  dignified,  and  full  of  common  sense,  according  to  the 
opinion  of  their  friends,  stand  for  the  rest  of  their  lives 
and  stare  at  the  open  doors,  firmly  convinced  that  it  is 
either  not  feasible  or  unbecoming  to  go  a  step  further."  2^ 

I  had  a  rather  unusual  experience  on  Friday  night 
in  the  City  of  Troy.    (It  isn*t  often  that  people  have  unusual 
experiences,  day  or  night,  in  the  City  of  Troy. )   This  was 
an  extensive,  broadly-based  "Celebration  of  Good  News," 
advertised  as  "a  Spiritual  Happening  for  ail  Christians  in 
the  Capital  district  area."    It  was  held  in  the  large  Field- 
house  of  RPL    Much  to  the  surprise  of  my  unbelieving 
heart,  between  four  and  five  thousand  people  were  there0 
I  am  still  trying  to  sort  out  my  reactions  to  the  evening  and 
my  part  in  it.    The  predominant  age,  I  would  say,  was  be- 
tween sixteen  and  twenty.    There  were  a  great  many  beards 
in  the  house.    The  style  of  dress  was  decideiy  informal. 
Festive  banners  and  sparkling  mottos  were  everywhere. 
One  sensed  an  effervescence  and  a  fermentation  taking 
place.    There  was  music  such  as  Brahms7  "How  Lovely  is 
Thy  Dwelling  Place,"  and  gospel  music  with  a  decided  rock 
beat  lead  by  talented  young  artists  whose  tones  were  ampli- 
fied by  half  a  dozen  microphones  and  speakers. 

The  exciting  thing  to  me  was  that  ail  of  this  enthusi- 
asm was  there  to  be  captured  for  Jesus  Christ.    The  forms 
and  expressions  that  we  are  used  to  as  traditional  Chris- 
tians would  have  had  very  little  bite  for  most  of  the  people 
in  that  place.    The  young  tend  to  see  themselves  as  form- 
free.    But  even  their  form-freeness  itself  becomes  form 
later  on,  for  no  wine  can  exist  without  some  skin.    In  that 
house  that  night  the  old  and  young  --  the  old  wine  with  its 
vintage  and  its  reputation,  and  the  new  wine  with  its  brash- 
ness  and  its  flair  for  innovation  were  gathered  together  to 
try  to  enjoy  the  Lord  with  one  accord. 

It  is  always  the  fob  of  the  church  to  invest  old  sym- 
bols with  new  meaning.    One  thinks  of  the  irate  freshman 
at  a  large  university  who  came  back  from  church  one  Sun- 
day morning  and  complained  to  his  roommate,  "I'm  finish- 
ed.   Holy  communion  means  nothing  to  me.    It  is  simply 
an  ancient  rite  that  is  no  longer  meaningful  or  valid."    His 
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roommate  said,  "You  stiil  shake  hands ,  don't  you?    Do  you 
realize  how  antiquated  the  shaking  of  the  hand  is„    It  is  an 
old  Roman  custom  established  to  assure  the  fact  that  there 
were  no  weapons  in  the  hand.    And  yet  you  still  shake  hands, 
An  old  form  has  been  given  new  meaning  in  our  time  and 
thus  it  continues  current. 


If  under  the  word  of  Jesus  we  can  allow  the  wheat 
and  the  tares  to  grow  up  together  until  the  last  day,  can  we 
not  ailow  the  old  and  the  new  to  co-exist  in  the  same  church 
for  the  good  of  both?    After  all,  there  is  but  one  table.   And 
it  is  not  the  table  of  the  veteran  Christian,  or  the  table  of 
the  newly  arrived.    It  is  the  table  of  the  Lord.    "One  Lord? 
one  faiths  one  baptism.    One  God  and  Father  of  us  all,  who 
is  above  all  and  through  ail  and  in  ail." 


FOOTNOTES: 

1B      Buttrick,  George  A.,    The  Parables  of  Jesus,     p«   10 
Harper  &  Row,  New  York 

2.     Sachs,   Hanns,    Masks  of  Love  and  Life,    pp.  62-63, 
Science-Art  Publishers,  Cambridge,  Mass,,    1948 
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